THE PRIME MINISTER'S POSITION

Mr MacDonald's behaviour between 1914 and 1918, when he was
falsely1 accused of being a pro-German and a pacifist and was one of the
most unpopular men in the country, shows that he was capable of taking
a strong line in his early days, and alone. Yet he was always alone, for
he had a tortuous mind which often made it impossible for his col-
leagues to follow his line of thought. When he was prominent both in
the Fabian Society and in the Independent Labour party, which were
then at issue over policy, he was thought by each to be hostile to it and
a supporter of the other. He managed to work with both Mr Henderson
and Mr Snowden, but he was liked by neither, and his relationships with
them were official and strained. In the Labour party he trod the middle
path very dexterously, so that he was the inevitable leader; and yet
neither the trade union leaders nor the intellectuals trusted him.
Accordingly, the usual confidence of Cabinet ministers in their chair-
man did not apply to the Labour Cabinets of 1924 and 1929 to 1931, and
though he kept an eye on what was going on in the departments, the
subtle influence which can be exercised through mutual confidence and
esteem did not arise. His enormous capacity for reading papers, his
businesslike practice of marking them with coloured pencils, and the
sense of order which had developed while he was the inevitable secretary
of every progressive society, meant that he was always well-informed:
but he had not the capacity of Mr Balfour to mould a discussion as he
intended. He could draft a compromise, but he could not persuade.
While it is clear that his intellectual qualities have been underestimated,
his personality prevented him from being a good Prime Minister.2

Sir Winston Churchill has drawn a comparison between Mr Baldwin
and Mr Neville Chamberlain:

Baldwin was the wiser, more comprehending personality, but without
detailed executive capacity. He was largely detached from foreign and

1  Lord Elton, James Ramsay MacDonald, I, ch. ix.

* He had eliminated all his political 'friends' long before 1931 and his formation of
the National Government turned them into bitter enemies. His continuance in office
after 1932 did not gain him friends among the Conservatives. He is once said to have
reported that he had converted Lord Rothermere by threatening to resign. Mr Neville
Chamberlain commented: * I have always heard that Rothermere was easily frightened, but
I confess I find it difficult to believe that the thing was as simply done as that*: Life of
Neville Chamberlain, p. 228. This being the atmosphere it is not easy to take a balanced
view of his capacity.
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